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Among the English poets wAio wrote primarily on religious themes in the
early and middle years of the seventeenth century, George Herbert must be
1
given a high, if not the highest, place. His poetical eminence cannot be
underestimated, for he introduced to the English world a new variety of '
sacred verse, a variety v\hich was accepted with great enthusiasm and which
rapidly became a part of the religious poetry of his day. This new variety
was called the "religious lyric.”
Religious verse, with various labels such as Vision literature. Medita¬
tions, Paraphrases, and Hymns, appeared in England before Herbert's time,
but all lacked the distinctive element which his verse exhibited. Vision
literature was concerned with divine transaction. Meditations studied a
problem and tried to reach a general truth, the Paraphrase founded its ex¬
pression in the Holy Scriptures, and the Hymn voiced the sentiment of a
group.
George Herbert’s religious lyric is a cry of the individual heart to
God. Standing face to face with Him, its writer describes no event, ex¬
plores no general problem, leans on no authoritative book. He searches his
2
own soul and utters the emotions he finds there.
Before Herbert's death, he sent a book to Nicholas Ferrar, a long de-
boted friend, and told the deliverer to tell Ferrar that in it was "a picture
of the many spiritual conflicts that have passed betwixt God and my soul, be-
3
fore I could subject mine to the will of Jesus my Master....” Herbert's
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poetry is, therefore, "an intimate autobiography, a kind in vtiich he set
1
down from day to day the fluctuations of his inner experience."
This thesis is an attempt to examine Herbert's poems in view of their
being labeled "intimate autobiography," and to identify the biographical
element in them. Previously, those who have studied his poetry have divided
it into four periods: Education, Hesitation, Crisis, and Consecration. The
first period ended about 1619, v\hen he was twenty-six and had applied for
the Cambridge University Oratorship; the second extended to his resignation
of the oratorship eight years later; the third covered his impaired health
and the uncertainty about taking Orders in 1630; and the last, his three
years as an ordained priest of Leighton Church.
This study is divided into three chapters. Chapter I treats the Note of
Indecision in Herbert's Poetry; Chapter II is concerned with the Impending
Crises and Herbert's Poetry; and Chapter III brings out the Element of Con¬
secration and how it is evident in Herbert's Poetry. By relating pertinent
incidents in Herbert's life to his poetry, the writer will show how the major
periods of his life mentioned above are reflected in his poetical output.
I wish to express my sincere appreciation and gratitude to Professor
Thomas D. Jarrett for the unlimited guidance and patience wtiich he so gener¬
ously afforded me in my effort with this thesis. My thanks also extend to
the staff of the Trevor Arnett Library for their services.
This thesis is dedicated to my beloved husband, Walter R. Allen, vdnose
gentle proddings helped me to see the value of "never leaving a task until
it is done."
-
Ernest De Selincourt, "George Herbert," Hibbert Journal. XXXIX (July,
1941), 392.
CHAPTER I
THE NOTE OF INDECISIdJ IN HERBERT'S POETRY
George Herbert lived in a period in VAtiich the choice between a political
life or a sacred life created considerable conflict and uncertainty in the
personal decisions of men. Herbert was no exception. Whether to choose a
political profession and be constantly in the company of the king and his
court and before the eyes of the English public, or to claim the sacred life
and have (as a court-friend of Herbert's noted) "too mean an employment, an
employment too much below his birth and the excellent abilities and endow-
1
ments of his mind," was a decision that only Herbert could make. Thus, it
was this question of which career to choose that later brought about the
"note of indecision" in his poetry.
During the early and middle years of the seventeenth century, the English
world (especially the upper class group) was deeply concerned with politics.
This way of life meant great eminence and prestige for those wtio merited
such a distinction, for it included a close relationship with the King and
his court. Persons who desired to be a part of this royal fellowship, sought
untiringly to gain support of influential people, who in turn helped them in
securing state offices that were highly recognized in the political world.
The Oratorship was held in high esteem by the political world, for it en¬
tailed "representing the University on state occasions, pleading its cause if
2
need be, and writing certain official letters and addresses." Thus, many
capable and worthy men, including George Herbert, applied for this position.
_
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It is obvious that Herbert thought the oratorship an excellent position,
wtiich would serve as a stepping stone to higher political eminence, because
in describing the orator’s place in a letter to his step-father. Sir John
Danvers, he wrote:
The Orator's place (that you may understand what it is), is
the finest place in the University, though not the gain,
fullest; yet that will be about thirty pounds per annum;
but the commodiousness is beyond the revenue; for the ora¬
tor writes all the University letters, makes all the ora¬
tions, be it to king, prince, or whatever comes to the
University. To requite these pains, he takes the place
next to the doctors, is at all their assemblies and meet¬
ings, and sits above the proctors, is Regent non-Regent at
his pleasure, and such like gaynesses which will please a
young man well.^
Procuring this oratorship was most important to Herbert, and when Sir
Frances Nethersole, then orator of Cambridge University, resigned, Herbert
immediately attempted to become his successor by soliciting the help of
prominent and influential friends. With the aid of his friends he attained
the position in 1619, and held it for eight years.
This duty required much of Herbert's time and energy, but like his six
brothers, he was ambitious, and sought offices wtiich challenged his ability
2
and put him in "the favor of the great and the glitter of society." Observe
the first stanza of his poem "Employment" wtiich begins
He that is weary, let him
sit
My soul would stirre
And trade in courtesies and
wit.^
1
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Vihile serving as orator of Cambridge, George Herbert wrote all the let¬
ters to King James 1, then King of England, wtio was so impressed with the
style and wit of expression that he asked the orator's name. After Herbert
was introduced to the king, he was made welcome at court and engaged in
many activities of the handsome, yet skillful courtiers. Herbert enjoyed
court life immensely, so it is no wonder that he wrote: "What pleasures
1
could I want whose king I served?/ Where joyes my fellows were...." This
life greatly intensified his yearning for a political career and he "became
2
ambitious to be made assistant secretary of state."
In such a temperament, Herbert found it rather difficult to
...contrast fertility and freedom of worldly
life with sterility and constriction of the
Christian discipline and the reality of things
of the senses with the illusion of the religious
faith and scriple,^
This presented a problem-a "note of indecision." An indecision which
only Herbert could resolve; an indecision wtiich was an actual part of his
life; and one which, eventually, became an integral part of his poetry.
Would Herbert choose the political life and enjoy social eminence and prestige,
or would he claim the sacred life and dedicate himself and his work to God?
Those were his alternatives. Which would he select?
Ernest De Selincourt observes that "Though Herbert recognized the vanity
that the worldly life offered, he could not completely give it up, so he
tried to persuade himself that he could serve his Master better in some
4
secular calling." Note the lines from "Submission" in w^iich Herbert asks God
'
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Were it not better to bestow
Some place and power on me?
Then should thy praises with
me grow ^
And share in my degree.
If God will not allow him this secular life, this political career, then his
2
"mind would be extreamly stirr'd/ For missing my design,”
George Herbert's mind was in turmoil. What must he do? Since he could
not entirely forget the sacred life he, nevertheless, attempted to push it
aside and concentrate on his "design," This however, did not last, because
the memory of his now dead, but beloved, mother and her desires for him to
enter the priesthood confronted him, and once again the "note of indecision"
3
comes up and he "disputes and grieves."
From birth it had been the decision of Herbert and his mother, Mrs.
Magdalen Herbert, for him to enter the sacred life. He tells that in "the
4
midst of youth,/ thy sweet and gracious eye looked upon me," Thus, it
seemed, he took the sacred life-decision for granted. He alludes to this
fact in the lines:
Whereas my birth and spirit
rather took
The way that takes the town.
Thy didst betray me to a lin-
gring book
And wrap me in a govfli,^
He had accepted this decision willingly and gladly because he "thought the
1
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service brave.” Believing this, he states
So many joyes I write down for
my part,
Besides what I might have
Out of my stock of natural
delights
Augmented with thy gracious
benefits.
And even further,
I looked on thy furniture so
fine.
And made it fine to me;
Thy glorious household-stuffe
did entwine me unto thee.
Such starres I counted mine;
both heav'n and earth
Pay'd me my wages in a world of
mirth.
With this conception of the sacred life, one wonders why there was ever
a "note of indecision" centered around the choice of a political or sacred
life. Certainly the idea of priesthood had been with Herbert most of his life
and was more fixed than that of the secular life; yet, he could not make a de¬
cision.
Uncertainty of his love for God was not a cause for this hesitation, for
as expressed in "The Pearl," Herbert loved God more than the "wayes of learn-
3
ing, honour, and pleasures." He states that although he knows








"The Pearl," II, pp. 381, 382-83.
yet.
8
With open, open, eves
I file to thee..
This exulberant declaration lifts Herbert, somewhat, out of his gloom
for awhile, but soon he says his
...comforts drop and melt away
like snow:
I shake my head, and all the
thoughts and ends,
Miich my fierce youth did ban-
die, fall and flow
Like leaves about; or like sum¬
mer friends,
Flyes of estates and sunne-shine...
Thus, once more, in creeps the yearning for political life, and again he
exhibits in his poetry this "note of indecision" which causes him to brood
3
over the fact that "all things are busie" except him. He, therefore, asks
God to aid him in deciding either on a political life or a sacred life so
that he will not have to
...spend a life as barren to
thy praise.
As is the dust.
And though he is troubled and anxious to be busy, he tries to be calm and
patient in waiting for a solution to his, problem. In the poem "Affliction"
he says
Yet though thou troublest me,
I must be meek
^
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Suddenly his patience gives way, and he




What? shall I ever sigh and pine?
Then replies.
My lines and life are free;
free as the rode,
Loose as the winde, as
large as store...
But he says as he
...rav’d and grew more fierce
and wilde at every word
Me thoughts I heard one calling,
Child!
And I replyed, ^
My Lord.
Herbert at once controls his emotions and all is at peace, outwardly, for
awtiile, but inwardly, the "note of indecision" still remains.
This conflict, the political life versus the sacred life, in Herbert's
real life, and later relived in his poetry, confronted him until the deaths
of the Duke of Richmond in 1623, the Duke of Lenox in 1624, King James I,
and the Marquis of Hamilton in 1625, all of wtiom had been helpful to Herbert
in attaining prominence and respect at court. The deaths of these eminent
figures took away all of his chances for a higher political profession.
Thus, bringing to a close the long, lingering "note of indecision."
1
"The Collar," III, pp. 211f.
CHAPTER II
THE IMPENDING CRISES AND HERBERT'S POETRY
In poetry, the elements of conflict, crises, and personal experience
are extremely important, for they aid in giving "life to the poetry that
1
might otherwise be entirely doctrinal and didactic." Truly the crises
that George Herbert encountered gave life to his poetry,
George Herbert, the fifth child of Mrs. Magdalen Herbert, was subjected
to ill health from birth. He constantly required a great deal of attention
and care from his mother. In the poem "Easter Wings" he alludes to the fact
that
My tender age with sorrow
did begin...,
Edward, the eldest brother of the Herbert family, admitted that "George was
not exempt from passion and choler, being infirmities to which all our
3
(Herbert) race is subject...." This impaired health might, perhaps, have
accounted for the close relationship that George had with his mother and was
probably a deciding factor in their choice of a career for him,
4
"The Herbert men were more noted for courage than for intellect,"
They were, predominately, soldiers who fought for justice during time of
1
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trouble and turmoil. Two of George's brothers, Richard and William, had
given their lives for justice in the Flemish Wars, and another, Thomas, had
been captain of a naval ship. But because of Herbert's impaired health, he
was not able to pursue a martial career, and in the poem fAffliction," he
1
"laments that feeble health compelled him to the scholar’s life:"
IMiereas my birth and spirit rather
took
The way that takes the town,
Thy didst betray me to a lingring
book 2
And wrap me in a gown,
Herbert remained under the careful attention of his mother until he was
about twelve years old, at which time he began his public education. His
mother, worried about his poor health, commended him to the care of persons
whom she felt would be concerned about his well-being. Thus, under watchful
eyes, Herbert was able to finish public school with only a minimum amount of
illness.
In 1608, after finishing public school, Herbert was given a scholarship
to Trinity College, Cambridge, wtiere he was subject to much illness. In a
letter written to his mother during the first year of his matriculation at
Trinity, he claims that the sonnets he had sent her were not very good because
he had been ill recently. He stated: "I fear that the heat of my late ague






"Affliction," 11, p, 343,
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This crisis of Herbert's impaired health was in several ways a hindrance
to him. First, it almost caused him to abandon the idea of studying at the
university. Walton said that Herbert
...had often designed to leave the University, and
decline all study which he thought did (further)
impair his health; for he had a body apt to a con¬
sumption, and to fevers and other infirmities, which
he judged were increased by his studies,.,,^
Second, his illness was expensive and painful. In a letter addressed to
his step-father requesting more money for books, he wrote:
You know I was sick last vacation, neither am I
yet recovered; so that I am fain, e'ver and anon,
to buy somewhat tending towards my healt^, for
infirmities are both painful and costly.
And third, Herbert was afraid that his impaired health would not allow him
to perform efficiently, those tasks required of him. In another letter,
written to his mother during her illness, he expressed:
...I always feared sickness more than death be¬
cause sickness hath made me unable to perform
those offices for which I came^into the world,
and must yet be kept to it....
In 1626, when Herbert was forced to give up all political hopes because
of the deaths of the king and his own noble patrons, he became ill and went
into retirement, w^iere he stayed for twelve months. This was his worst case
of illness. He describes it as follows:
My flesh begun into my soul
in pain.
Sickness cleave' my bones.
1
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Consuming agues dwell in
every vein,
And tune my breath to
groans,
Sorrow was all my souls I
scarce believed,
Till grief did tell me roundly
that I lived.
And, as if he had not endured enough, he states furthers
Turning my purge to food, thou
throwest me
Into more sickness
Thus thinne and lean, with¬
out a fence or friend,
I was blown through with ^
every storm and winde.
But inspite of these extreme fits of pain, Walton noted, Herbert would says
"Lord abate my great affliction, or increase my patiences but Lord, I repine
3
not, I am dumb, before thee, because thou does't it.”
Herbert fully recognized that I3od*s will must be respected and that he
4
(Herbert) was ”in all a weak disabled thing... i” that he was "but frailtie..
5 6
.s” with "sick and famish eyes/ With doubling knees and weary bones...,"
and that he must bear this crisis of impaired health, which from birth, had
caused him much pain and distress and would continue to do so as long as he
lived. Hence, he records in his poetry this crisis with vivid detail.
The crisis of Herbert's "uncertainty about taking orders" came about
after the deaths of his most prominent and powerful friends and his beloved
1
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mother, and after he resigned the oratorship at Cambridge. Sorely bereaved,
he left London and retreated to Kent where he lived a lonely and solitary
life for quite a while.
In this time of retirement, he had many conflicts
with himself, whether he should return to the
pleasures of court life, or betake himself to a
study of divinity, and enter into sacred orders
to which his mother had often persuaded him,^
But, the more he thought about entering into sacred orders, the more unwor¬
thy he felt of this duty. Not only did he doubt his fitness for taking
orders, but he doubted "even his right to be numbered among the children of
God. He was painfully conscious of a constant falling below his better
2
self."
Herbert realized that the sacred life was one of
...the most difficult of tasks
to keep.
Heights which the soul is
competent to gain.^
Thus, during this period of uncertainty, he would often ask, as in the poem
"The Temper,"
How should I praise thee Lord...!
If what my soul doth feel some¬
times
^
My soul might ever feel!
And further,
Lord, how can man preach thy
eternal word?
He is a brittle crazie
glasse...
1
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These confusing thoughts tormented Herbert during his entire stay at
Kent, and he revealed very clearly this crisis in his poetry.
After Herbert returned to London, he was offered the Rectory of Fuggle-
stone with Bemerton, a parish church to which Bemerton was only a chapel of
ease.
But the suddenness of the unsought presentation,
and a sense of the responsibility its acceptance
would involve, threw the hyper-sensitive poet into
an agony of doubt as to his fitness for the vocation.
He fasted, prayed and considered for a whole month,
undecided in his "resolution for clergy," or decline
both the priesthood and the living, suffering mean¬
while "such spiritual conflicts as none^^can think,
but only those that have endured them."
Then, to prolong this period of "spiritual conflict," the note of guilt and
unworthiness creeps in again. Herbert, knowing that he was once guilty of
seeking a life of "glitter and society," feels that his soul is full of sin,
2
and unworthy to "sit down with "Love" and eat." He writess
Love bade me welcome;
Yet my soul drew back,
Guilty of dust and sinne.'^
Feeling this guilt so deeply, in the poem "The Priesthood," Herbert wonders
Should I presume
To wear thy habit, the severe
attire
My slender compositions might
consume.
I am both foul and brittle,
much un'fit
To deal in holy Writ.
1
Hyde, og^. cit.. p. 223.
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Herbert loved God dearly, and, but for this feeling of unworthiness,
which, primarily, brought about the "crisis of his uncertainty about taking
orders," he would have accepted the Rectory of Fugglestone with Bemerton
without so much hesitation. He confirms this fact in the debating poem,
"Dialogue," in vdiich the first stanza reads:
Sweetest Savior, if my soul
Were but worth the having.
Quickly should I then control
Any thought of waving.
But when all my care and pains
Cannot give the name of gains
To thy wretch so full of stains,
Wiat delight or hope remains?"^
He had always felt that
...the holy men of God such
vessels are
As serve him up vdio all the
world commands.
When God vouchsafeth to be¬
come our fare.
Their hands convey him who
conveys their hands,
0 what pure things, most pure
must those things be 2
Who bring my God to me!
Believing that his life had been full of "sinne and stains," so lacking the
"purity" that the holy men of God were supposed to possess, he dared not,
without careful thought, take on this duty which deserved only the "pure in
heart."
This impending crisis, "the uncertainty about taking orders," lasted
1
"Dialogue," 11, p. 369.
2
"The Priesthood," 11, p. 375.
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until Herbert was convinced that "his refusal of the living was sinful,"
And so, at last, he put on the "severe attire," and was inducted into the
Rectory of Fugglestone with Bemerton in 1630,
These two crises, Herbert's "impaired health and his uncertainty about
taking orders," created great mental distress in the poet's life time after
time. Consequently, it was only natural for him to include the same in his
poetry.
1
Hyde, 02_, cit,. p, 224,
CHAPTER III
THE ELEMENT OF CONSECRATION
"No man ever entered more profoundly into the priesthood as did George
1
Herbert," and the years that he served in this capacity were truly a con¬
secration. Paul Elmer More notes that
His days, indeed, were given to the
humblest duties and charities, yet
to his friends it would have seemed
that the example of so saintly a life
was a still more perfect beneficence
than any ministrations of the body.
In view of this, it would seem that Herbert's acceptance of priesthood should
not have created so much mental conflict and confusion, but Grierson states
that
It was rot, indeed, altogether without a
struggle that Herbert bowed his neck to
the collar, abandoned the ambition and
vanities of youth to become the pious
rector of Bemerton.^
As has been said, Herbert once yearned deeply for the worldly life, a
life that offered more in the realms of society with all its "glitter and
glow," and in finance, a commodity which elevates the prestige of many
people. Thus,
It had cost Herbert much to turn his back
on the world, but when once he has taken
1
Palmer, 0£. cit., 1, p. 42.
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Paul Elmer More, "George Herbert," Shelburne Essays. 4th Series (New
York, 1922), p. 94.
3
Grierson, 0£_. cit.. pp. xl-xli.
18
19
Jesus for his master, he dares to expos¬
tulate with God knowing that his heart's
desire is wholly bent on him.l
In "The Pearl," Herbert described what he surrendered—and for what; the
2
ways of learning, of honor, of pleasures," "the sweet strains, the lullings
and the relishes of it, and having known them, has chosen with open eyes a
3
different path."
I know all these and have
them in my hand;
Therefore not sealed but
with open eyes
I file to thee, and fully
understand
Both the main sale and
the commodities.
And at what rate and
price I have thy love....
He feels that he has gained by giving up the worldly pleasures that he
formerly desired and alludes to this fact in the following lines:
Yet when the houre of
thy design
To Answer these fine
things shall come.
Speak not at large, say,
I am thine..
V\hen George Herbert accepted the Rectory of Fugglestone Cum Bemerton,
he was not ordained priest of that parish until five months later. His
1
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induction is related as follows:
When at his induction, he was shut into Bemerton
Church, being left there alone to toll the bell,-
as the law requires him,- he stayed so much longer
than an ordinary time, before he returned to those
friends that stayed expecting him at the church
door, that his friend Mr. Woodnot looked in at
the window, and saw him lie prostrate on the
ground before the altar; at which time and place...
he set some rules to himself, for the future
manage of his life; and then and there made a vow
to laboure to keep them.1
Believing that priests or "true Aarons" should have fixed standards by
wtiich to abide, Herbert attempted to formulate acceptable rules for his
future life in the poem "Aaron," wtiere the first stanza reads:
Holinesse on the head.
Light and perfection on the breast.
Harmonious bells below, raising the
dead
To lead them unto life and rest;
Thus are true Aarons drest.
Still further,
Christ is my onely head,
My alone onely heart and breast,
My onely musick, strikin'g me ev'n
dead.
That to the old man I may rest.
And be in him new drest.
And at last,
So holy in my head.
Perfect and light in my deare
breast.
My doctrine tun'd by Christ,
(Who is not dead.
But lives in me v\hich I do rest,)
Come people! Aaron's drest.^
1
Herbert, og,. cit., p. x.
2
"Aaron," III, pp. 13f.
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Thus, we see Herbert in his "new drest," with a vow
To consecrate all my learning in all my
abilities to advance the glory of that
God which gave them, knowing that I can
never do too much for Him that hath done
so much for me as to make me a Christian.^
And with this decision, peace envelopes our poet, and that energy which has
long been restrained is now released, and he cries out
And now in age I bud
again.
After so many deaths I
live and write;
I once more smell the
dew and rain
And relish versing: 0 my
onely light.
It cannot be
That I am he
Life at Bemerton brought deep satisfaction and a sense of achievement to
George Herbert. Each day he promised God that he would
...mean and speak
thy praise alone.
My busie heart shall spin
it all my dayes;
And vhen it stopes for
want of store,
Then will I wring it with
a sigh or grone,
That thou mayst yet
have more.'^
He says that
The God of love my
shepherd is
And he that doth
me feed.
1
Thomas Campbell, Cyclopedia of English Poetry (Philadelphia, 1875), p. 185.
2
"The Flower," III, p. 307.
3
"Praise," III, p. 45.
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While he is mine and
I am his,
What can I want or
need?
Believing this, he continues and concludes:
Surely thy sweet and
wondrous love
shall measure all my
days;




And so, the last three years of Herbert's life were devoted wholly to
God and the church. His great task was done.
He was no longer cumbered with political,
social, or scholarly ties. He and God
were to be alone, and his one interest was
to be the priestly office,'^
Thus, it was, until his death. This element of consecration brought
inward peace and happiness to George Herbert, a man who once had experienced
conflict after conflict in his life. But with the acceptance of the priest¬
hood, all inward conflict ceased, and in his poetry, this peace, which came
about after his acceptance of the priesthood, is recreated.
When Herbert accepted the Rectory of Fugglestone with Bemerton the
parish church was badly in need of repair. With assistance, he hurriedly re¬
paired and beautified the church with Ms own funds and those funds he had
solicited. When this was completed, he gathered his parishioners into the
chapel and discussed certain church observances with them.
He instructed them...what benefit they had
by the church's appointing the celebration
1
"The 23 Psalme," III, p. 19.
2
Palmer, og^. cit.. Ill, p, 4.
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of holy days and the excellent use of them,
namely, that they were set apart for partic¬
ular commemorations of particular mercies
received from almighty God}...for by them we
are taught to take notice how time passes by
us, and that we ought not to let the years
pass without a celebration of praise for
those mercies which those days give us oc¬
casion to remember.^
Herbert, in his poetical writings, does not forget these holy days.
Several of his poems commemorate days, that we celebrate even now. In the
poem "Good Friday," he commemorates Christ and mourns His crucifixion. He
writes:
Then let each houre
Of my whole life one grief
devoure;
That thy distresse through all
may runne, 2
And be my sunne.
In "Easter," he rejoices that Christ has risen:
Rise, heart, thy Lord is
risen. Sing his praise
Without delayes.^
In "Whit Sunday," he commemorates the fulfillment of a promise Christ made to
his apostles before leaving this earth. One stanza reads:
Where is that fire wtiich
once descended
On thy Apostles? Thou didst
then
Keep open house, richly attended.
Feasting all comi^rs by twelve
chosen men.
1
Palmer, og^. cit.. Ill, p. 267,
2
"Good Friday," II, p. 149.
3
"Easter," II, p. 153.
4
"Whit Sunday," II, p. 157.
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And Christ's birth is the theme of the poem "Christmas.”
The shepherds sing, and
shall I silent be?
...We sing one common
Lord...^
The poem "Lent" seems to have been imspired by Herbert's remembrance of
his step-father during his matriculation at the university, he stated:
This Lent I am forbid utterly to eat any
fish, so that I am fain to dyet in my
chamber at mine own cost? for in our pub-
lick halls, you know, is nothing but fish
and white-meats; out of Lent also twice a
week, on Fridayes and Saturday, I must do,
which yet sometimes I fast.
Thus, in the poem he says
Welcome, deare feast of
Lent! Who loves not
thee.
He loves not temperance
or authority,
But is compos'd of passion.
The Scriptures bid us fast;
The Church sayes, now;
True Christians should be glad
of an occasion
To use their temperance,
seeking no evasion ^
Vhen good is seasonable...
Finally, he celebrates "Sunday" as a day
...most calm, most bright.
The fruit of this, the next
world's bud,
Th' indorsement of supreme
delight....
1
"Christmas," II, p. 167,
2
Palmer, op^, cit., II, p, 170.
3
"Lent," II, p. 171.
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The week were dark but for
thy light: .
Thy torch doth show the way....
Herbert, as a child had observed the above holy-days. His mother had
read to him many stories from the Bible centered around these days. Thus,
it was with ease that he discussed these church observances with his parish¬
ioners, and later wrote about them in his poetry.
The acceptance of priesthood and church observances of holy-days by
George Herbert, brings to a refreshing close the "element of consecration,"
and we leave our poet wearing the "severe attire" and giving thanks to God
2
for "Sunday," a day most calm, most bright...."
1




In poetry, as in painting, the creative
imagination takes its material from this world,
the world of Time, and recreates it by a process
not only of construction but of transfiguration:
we see our own life, but we see it made new for
us, and glowing under a light which transcends
the beauty of the actual world and has an imper¬
ishable quality otherwise unknown,^
And so it was with the poetry of George Herbert, a man v\^o was besieged with
agues and fevers all his life; a man who encountered indecisiveness and
crises again and again at an early age; and a man who at last found peace
with God and himself by the acceptance of the priesthood.
His poetry, then, is a reflection of this indecisiveness which lingered
with him until the deaths of King James, his noble patrons, and his mother;
of these crises which created great mental distress in his life until he was
convinced that his refusal of the priesthood was sinful; and of his consecra¬
tion which brought about a calmness that George Herbert had never known.
Indeed, as G, A. Simcox has observed, Herbert’s poetry reveals
.,,the enigmaterial history of a difficult resigna¬
tion; it is full of the (poet’s) baffled ambition
and his distress, now at the want of a sphere for
his energies, now at the fluctuations of spirit,..,^
And it reveals, at last, the peace and quietude that came to George Herbert
as a result of his final consecration.
1
Henry Newbolt (Introduction), Devotional Poets of the XVII Century
(London, p, xi,
2
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